































































The	 IAS	 promotes	 and	 coordinates	African	 Studies	 involving	 scholars	 from	 a	wide	 range	 of	 aca-




with	 partners	 worldwide	 and	 facilitates	 the	 exchange	 of	 information	 between	 persons	 and	
institutions	engaged	in	research	and	teaching	in	or	about	Africa.	
In	 the	Working	Papers	 series,	 we	 present	 empirical	 studies	 and	 theoretical	 reflections,	 put	 pre-
liminary	 findings	 up	 for	 discussion	 and	 report	 on	 ongoing	 projects	 and	 current	 research.	 The	
Working	 Papers	 usually	 reflect	 work-in-progress;	 all	 contributions	 relate	 to	 African	 Studies	 in	
general	and	Bayreuth	African	Studies	in	particular	and	invite	discussion	and	feedback.	
Submitted	papers	are	subject	to	internal	review	at	the	University	of	Bayreuth.	Contributions	may	
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The Institute of African Studies (IAS) at the University of Bayreuth promotes and coordinates 
African studies in 12 subject groups distributed over the six faculties of the University of Bayreuth. 
It coordinates research and teaching, training junior researchers, and promotes the exchange of 
information between persons and institutions engaged in research and teaching in or on Africa.  
The ‘Bayreuth African Studies Working Papers’ report on ongoing projects, the results of current 
research and matters related to the focus on African Studies. Contributions may be submitted to 
the Editor-in-chief Antje Daniel (antje.daniel@uni-bayreuth.de). 
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Established	 in	 January	 2019	 through	 the	 Excellence	 Strategy	 of	 the	 German	 Federal	 and	 State	
Governments,	and	building	on	a	 long	record	 in	African	Studies	at	 the	University	of	Bayreuth,	 the	
Africa	 Multiple	 Cluster	 of	 Excellence	 pursues	 an	 innovative	 agenda	 as	 expressed	 in	 its	 subtitle,	
Reconfiguring	 African	 Studies.	 The	 Cluster	 hosts	 almost	 one	 hundred	 fifty	 scholars	 from	 three	
continents,	 who	 represent	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	 academic	 disciplines	 and	 pursue	 joint	 research	
interests	together	with	partner	institutions	in	Africa,	Germany,	Europe,	Asia,	and	the	Americas.	Our	
understanding	 of	 the	 reconfiguration	 of	 African	 Studies	 focuses	 on	 stimulating	 new	 theoretical	
approaches	 and	 includes	 the	 creation	 of	 new	 forms	 of	 academic	 collaboration.	 The	 Cluster	
develops	 and	 pursues	 research	 questions	 and	 theory-building	 in	 collaborative	 interdisciplinary	
projects,	most	notably	those	conducted	with	our	African	Cluster	Centres	(ACCs)	at	the	Universities	
of	Lagos	(Nigeria),	Joseph	Ki-Zerbo	(Burkina	Faso),	Moi	(Kenya),	and	Rhodes	(South	Africa).	
Our	 key	 concepts	 are	multiplicity,	 relationality,	 and	 reflexivity.	 We	 employ	 them	 to	 capture	 the	
dynamic	 interrelationship	 of	 diversity	 and	 entanglement	 that	 characterize	 African	 and	 African	
diasporic	ways	of	life	and	world-making.	In	the	Knowledge	Lab—the	intellectual	core	of	the	Cluster	
—we	 connect	 our	 theoretical,	 epistemological,	 and	 methodological	 issues,	 spark	 intellectual	




Africa	 Multiple	 connects	 complements	 the	 existing	Working	 Paper	 sub-series	 published	 under	
the	umbrella	of	 the	University	of	Bayreuth	African	Studies	Working	Papers:	academy	 reflects,	 the	
sub-series	featuring	research	by	fellows	and	postdoc	working	groups	of	the	Bayreuth	Academy	of	
Advanced	African	Studies,	which	is	now	part	of	the	Africa	Multiple	Cluster;	and	BIGSASworks!,	the	

























twentieth	 century-Africa,	 a	 field	 where	 he	 has	 published	 widely.	 His	 publications	 include	 The	
Divine	Flood	 (Oxford	University	Press,	2011)	and	Sufism,	Literary	Production	and	Printing	 (Ergon	
Verlag,	2015;	ed.	with	R.	Chih	and	C.	Mayeur-Jaouen).	Seesemann’s	more	recent	work	focuses	on	
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One	 of	 the	 highlights,	 of	 course,	was	 the	 extraordinary	 concert	 last	October	 at	 the	Margravial	






1	This	 working	 paper	 is	 the	 slightly	 revised	 transcript	 of	 the	 New	 Year	 Lecture	 of	 the	 Africa	 Multiple	
Cluster	 of	 Excellence,	 held	 at	 the	University	 of	Bayreuth	on	 January	16,	 2020.	 It	 is	 part	 of	 the	 research	






























After	googling	a	 few	other	 institutions,	 I	 found	 that	 the	University	of	Oxford,	 the	University	of	
London,	the	University	of	California,	Princeton	and	Harvard	all	use	books	in	their	logos.	




ly	 called	 “Harvard	 of	
Upper	 Franconia”:	 How	
might	 the	 logo	 look	 like	
were	 it	 to	 accommodate	 a	 book	 (Figure	 5)?	Given	 the	 logo’s	 current	 shape,	 this	 is	 easier	 said	
than	 done.	 As	 a	matter	 of	 fact,	 the	 shape	 is	 not	 conducive	 to	 bringing	 the	 book	 in	 a	 position	
where	we	can	actually	read	it.	In	any	case,	the	physical	effort	needed	to	keep	it	open	would	dis-








So	 let	 us	 draw	 some	 inspiration	 from	 our	
own	 cluster	 logo	 instead	 (Figure	 6).	 The	
cone-shaped	symbols	may	be	read	as	arrow	
vectors	 that	originate	 from	various	corners.	
They	 traverse	 the	 interstices	 between	 the	














convincing	 back	 in	 September	 2018;	 otherwise,	 our	 cluster	would	 not	 have	 been	 selected	 for	
funding.	Still—and	I	am	saying	this	as	one	of	the	cluster’s	architects	and	its	current	head—devel-
oping	a	blueprint	for	the	reconfiguration	of	African	Studies	is	one	thing,	and	implementing	it	is	






















every	 undertaking	 in	African	 Studies	 to	 position	 itself	 in	 current	 debates	 over	 decolonization.	















from	 the	 epistemological,	 theoretical,	 and	methodological	 dimensions	 of	 our	 agenda.	 The	 two	
major	structural	steps	are:	
























§ advancing	 intersectionality	and	critical	diversity	 theory	as	conceptual	 tools	 in	research	
methodologies.	




Talking	about	 the	 “study	of	Africa”	 immediately	 raises	 the	question,	 or	 rather:	 the	problem	of	
how	we	define	 the	object	of	 our	 research.	What	do	we	mean	when	we	 say	we	 “study	Africa”?	






“Africa	Multiple”	as	 the	name	of	 the	cluster.	We	do	not	posit	multiplicity	as	 the	 framework	for	
the	study	of	a	thing	called	Africa,	but	in	order	to	capture	the	simultaneity	of	heterogeneous	and	
mutually	 influential	African	and	African	diasporic	 life	worlds.	 In	 the	proposal,	we	put	 forward	
relationality	and	reflexivity	as	the	analytical	tools	for	the	study	and	conceptualization	of	multi-
plicity.	 This	means	 that	we	 view	 the	 phenomena	 under	 study	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 relational	 and	






retical	 suppositions	 in	our	 research?	How	can	we	 relate	 them	 to	 concepts	 and	debates	within	










production	 in	our	own	academic	disciplines.	What	does	all	 this	mean	with	regard	 to	my	disci-
pline,	the	study	of	Islam?	What	can	Islamic	Studies	teach	us	about	implementing	the	conceptual	
shift?	
Let	me	 tackle	 the	matter	by	 introducing	you	 to	 two	recent	books.	Written	by	well-established	








Walter	 Whitman:	 “Do	 I	 contradict	 myself?	 Very	 well,	 then,	 I	 contradict	 myself.	 I	 am	 large,	 I	








a	 rather	 specific	and	clear	definition	of	 Islam:	 It	 is	 “a	passionately	proselytizing,	monotheistic,	





Nagel’s	reference	to	historical	manifestations	should	not	be	misread	to	 imply	 that	 Islam	might	
mean	 different	 things	 to	 different	 people	 at	 different	 places	 in	 different	 time	 periods.	 Rather,	
Nagel	 reads	 Islamic	history	as	 the	perpetual	 replication	of	Muhammad’s	worldview:	 the	 latter	
inevitably	 determines	 how	 Islam	manifests	 itself	 in	 history.	 Furthermore,	 according	 to	 Nagel,	
Islam	 can	 only	 be	 understood	 by	 studying	 its	 written	 sources.	 He	 emphasizes	 that	 the	 state-
ments	made	 in	 these	sources	“need	to	be	 taken	seriously,	and	they	need	to	be	related	 to	aspi-



















tributed	 to	 a	 large	 and	 still	 growing	body	of	 literature	 concerned	with	 “Islamic	 extremism.”	A	




they	 use	 instead	 include	 fundamentalism,	 political	 Islam,	 and	 Islamism.	 Among	 the	 corres-
ponding	categories	we	find	orthodox	Islam,	reformist	Islam,	and	modern	Islam,	which	are	often	
juxtaposed	 with	 popular	 Islam,	 Sufi	 Islam,	 and	 traditional	 Islam.	 While	 scholars	 of	 religious	
studies	 have	 critically	 debated	 the	 usefulness	 of	 such	 distinctions	 for	 quite	 some	 time,	 some	
anthropologists	 replicated	 the	 dichotomous	model	 by	 juxtaposing	 global	 and	 local	 Islam	 (see	
Waardenburg	1979).	In	the	anthropology	of	Islam,	positions	ranged	from	Abdel	Hamid	El	Zein’s	
claim	that	Islam	should	best	be	used	in	the	plural	(El	Zein	1977)	to	Talal	Asad’s	influential	take	
on	 Islam	as	a	 “discursive	 tradition”	 (Asad	1986)	and	Samuli	Schielke’s	provocative	stance	 that	
there	is	“too	much	Islam	in	the	anthropology	of	Islam”	(Schielke	2010).	
Apparently,	the	object	of	Islamic	Studies	is	almost	as	elusive	as	the	object	of	the	study	of	Africa—
unless	 we	 content	 ourselves	 with	 Nagel’s	 essentialist	 conception	 of	 a	 single,	 eternal	 Islam.	
Ahmed,	on	 the	other	hand,	conceives	of	 Islam	as	a	 “storehouse	of	means	and	meaning	 (...)	 that	
are	under	ongoing	production,	that	are	in	dynamic	co-relation	with	each	other”	(2015,	360).	The	
potential	 variety	 of	meanings	 notwithstanding,	 Ahmed	 still	 appears	 to	 ascribe	 some	 inherent	
and	essential	features	to	Islam,	as	he	states	that,	“Islam,	meaning-making	for	the	self	and	by	one-
fifth	of	humanity,	 is	 Islam—it	 is	not	anything	else—and	should	be	conceptualized,	understood,	








What	 are	 the	 analytical	 alternatives?	 How	 can	we	 account	 for	 the	 variety	 of	 Islamic	 religious	
expressions	without	falling	into	these	conceptual	traps?	I	will	devote	the	next	section	to	differ-





knowledge	 in	various	parts	of	Africa.	 It	 is	 this	 research	 that	has	 led	me	 to	question	 the	 rather	
static	 binaries	 and	 fixed	 categories	used	 in	 the	 study	of	 Islam	 (see	 Seesemann	2006).	Not	 too	
long	ago,	the	notion	of	African”	Islam	as	being	“traditional”	has	been	pervasive	in	academic	stu-
dies	 of	 Islam	 in	 Africa.	 “Traditional”,	 “African”	 Islam	 has	 often	 been	 juxtaposed	with	 the	 pur-
portedly	more	modern,	Middle	 Eastern	 Islam.	 Such	 views	 surfaced	 as	 early	 as	 in	 the	 colonial	
period	and	are	still	prominent	 in	 recent	analyses,	 including	 those	written	after	9/11.	They	re-
iterate	the	colonial	topos	of	a	peaceful	African	Islam	threatened	by	dangerous	outside	influences.	




What	 is	 at	 stake	 in	 contemporary	 Islamic	Africa	 is	 only	 superficially	 the	 competition	between	
religious	ideologies,	and	certainly	not	primarily	between	African	and	Middle	Eastern	ones	(see	
Seesemann	 2018).	 Rather,	 it	 is	 the	 struggle	 over	 epistemologies.	 Epistemology	 is	 here	 under-
stood	 as	 referring	 to	 different	 answers	 to	 questions	 such	 as,	 “What	 does	 it	 mean	 to	 know?”,	
































Therefore,	 in	 the	 traditionalist	 paradigm	 it	 is	 not	 the	 text	
itself	that	plays	the	crucial	part,	but	the	master	who	passes	
on	 the	 text	 he	 has	 memorized,	 and	 who,	 in	 turn,	 has	 re-
ceived	 the	 text	 from	 his	 master.	 Figure	 8	 shows	 a	 Qur’an	
school	 near	 Sennar	 on	 the	 Blue	Nile	 in	 Sudan:	 the	 teacher	
uses	 locally	 made	 erasable	 ink	 to	 write	 verses	 from	 the	
Qur’an	on	a	wooden	slate.	The	students	then	memorize	the	
verses	 written	 on	 the	 slate.	 There	 are	 schools	 where	 stu-
dents	commit	the	entire	Qur’an	to	memory,	only	to	receive	a	
sanad	listing	the	names	of	all	masters	involved	in	the	trans-
mission,	 all	 the	 way	 back	 to	 the	 Prophet	 Muhammad,	 the	
Angel	Gabriel,	and	God.	The	 traditionalist	paradigm	 is	 thus	
distinguished	 by	 that	 fact	 that	 the	 chain	 of	 transmission,	





features	 of	 traditionalist	 edu-
cational	 institutions	 up	 to	 the	
present	day.	In	many	places	in	
Islamic	 Africa,	 those	 in	 search	
of	 higher	 Islamic	 education	
attend	a	learning	circle,	known	
as	ḥalaqa.	This	term	is	derived	
from	 the	 half-circle	 students	
form	 when	 seated	 around	








knowledge	 seekers	 of	 all	 ages,	 and	
they	may	also	 convene	 in	mosques,	
where	 they	study	basic	works	 from	
the	 canon	 of	 the	 Islamic	 sciences	
under	 the	 guidance	 of	 qualified	
masters.	 As	 shown	 in	 Figure	 10,	
taken	 in	 Northern	 Cameroon,	 such	
lessons	 may	 also	 be	 held	 in	 the	
courtyard	of	a	master’s	home.	
There	 is	 ample	 evidence	 in	 histori-
cal	sources	 that	 this	style	of	knowl-





In	 the	 leading	 traditionalist	 school	
in	 Kenya,	 the	Madrasat	 al	 Manbaʿ	
al-Rawwī	in	Mambrui	on	the	Indian	
Ocean,	 the	ḥalaqa	has	 been	 devel-
oped	 further	 (see	 Seesemann	
2016).	Figure	11	shows	a	group	of	
senior	 students	 surrounding	 their	






the	ḥalaqa:	 instead	 of	 all	 students	
studying	the	same	book	at	the	same	time,	each	student	follows	an	individual	curriculum,	while	
still	maintaining	the	enduring	principle	of	person-to-person	knowledge	transmission.	
It	 is	precisely	 this	 crucial	principle	of	personal	 transmission	 that	 is	undermined	 in	 the	second	
episteme,	 the	dalīl	 paradigm.	Here,	 the	 primacy	 of	 the	 evidence	 (drawn	 from	 the	 text)	 super-
sedes	 the	primacy	of	 the	master	 (as	 the	 repository	of	 the	 text).	The	principal	method	 that	au-














the	sources,	at	 least	 in	 theory.	Accordingly,	 the	dalīl	replaces	 the	sanad	as	 the	 tool	required	to	
validate	 knowledge	 as	 authentic.	 If	 everything	 has	 been	 laid	 out	 in	 a	 plain	 and	 transparent	
manner	in	the	scripture,	as	the	advocates	of	the	evidence	hold,	there	is	no	need	for	the	elaborate	
commentaries	and	explications	offered	by	traditionalist	authorities.	 In	addition,	 the	promotion	
of	direct	access	 to	 the	 text	comes	at	 the	expense	of	 certain	competences	 that	go	hand	 in	hand	
with	 personal	 knowledge	 transmission.	 Learning	 at	 the	 feet	 of	 the	 master	 also	 implies	 the	
acquisition	 of	 a	 specific	 habitus	 (adab)	 and	 the	mimetic	 appropriation	 of	 behavioral	 patterns.	
The	text-based	approach	to	knowledge	thus	comes	at	the	expense	of	character	formation	based	
on	experiential	knowledge	acquisition.	
The	 dalīl	 paradigm	 not	 only	 changes	
the	 modality	 of	 knowing,	 but	 also	




students	 learn	 with	 their	 age-mates;	
lessons	 are	 given	 in	 classrooms	 and	
follow	 a	 standardized	 curriculum	
aimed	at	the	transmission	of	discursive	
knowledge.	 In	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	
twentieth	century,	schools	like	the	one	




that	 best	 describes	 it	 is	 maqāṣid	 (sing.	 maqṣad),	 which	 can	 be	 translated	 as	 purposes	 or	
objectives.	Like	the	dalīl,	 the	maqāṣid	originate	from	the	toolkit	of	Islamic	jurisprudence.	Thus,	
they	have	a	long	history,	even	though	they	have	been	interpreted	and	applied	in	new	ways	in	the	
modern	period.	The	 term	refers	 to	a	 jurisprudential	method	used	 to	 identify	 the	purposes	be-
hind	a	specific	injunction	of	the	Sharia	(Islamic	Law).	These	purposes	are	used	as	the	yardstick	













radically	 reconsider	 the	 relationship	 between	 Islam	 and	 modernity.	 Ḥasan	 al-Turābī	 (1932-
2016),	the	leading	Islamist	in	the	Sudan	in	the	late	twentieth	century,	defined	the	premises	of	the	
new	maqāṣid	paradigm	as	follows:	“Changes	in	circumstances	necessarily	call	for	changes	in	the	
forms	of	 religious	 expression.	 (…)	With	 a	 few	exceptions	 reflecting	 the	 eternal	 components	of	
the	divine	message,	everything	can	be	reviewed	[in	order	to	create]	a	new	model	which	unites	











So	 far,	my	cursory	overview	of	 theories	and	practices	of	 Islamic	knowledge	has	privileged	 the	
differences	between	the	three	paradigms.	I	have	done	so	in	order	to	support	my	contention	that	
focusing	on	epistemological	patterns	offers	an	analytical	alternative	 to	 the	binaries	and	dicho-
tomies	 still	 used	 so	often	 to	 conceptualize	 Islam.	 Identifying	 these	patterns	allows	us	 to	bring	
some	order	into	the	“storehouse”	Shahab	Ahmed	calls	Islam.	After	all,	it	does	make	a	difference	
whether	 knowledge	 is	 validated	 by	 the	 personal	 authority	 embodying	 the	 text,	 or	 by	 the	 evi-
dence	contained	in	the	text,	or	by	the	ethical	intention	behind	the	text.	
Ultimately,	the	three	paradigms	presented	here	may	even	help	to	generate	new	answers	to	the	
question	“What	 is	 Islam?”.	Likewise,	 it	would	be	worthwhile	 to	explore	 the	relational	research	
questions	that	arise	 from	the	perspective	developed	here.	To	be	clear,	 I	do	not	conceive	of	 the	
three	paradigms	as	entities	 that	are	 first	 fixed	and	subsequently	enter	 into	relations.	Taking	a	
relational	 approach	 means	 to	 view	 these	 patterns	 as	 the	 products	 of	 relations	 and	 reflexive	
processes,	where	reference	to	the	patterns	becomes	itself	a	major	factor	in	processes	of	relating.	
As	 such,	 the	 three	 paradigms	 evolve	within	 the	 entire	 spectrum	 of	 conflict,	 rejection,	 conver-
gence,	adaptation,	appropriation,	and	mutual	borrowing	(see	further	Seesemann	2018).	
Figuring	out	the	conceptual	reconfiguration	therefore	means,	in	this	case,	to	identify	and	analyze	
the	multi-layered	and	multi-directional	relations	and	references	as	 they	play	out	 in	 the	 forma-
tion	and	transformation	of	Islamic	ways	of	knowing.	Taking	such	an	approach	to	Islamic	knowl-
edge—or	to	other	phenomena	in	African	or	African	diasporic	life	worlds—will	allow	us	to	get	a	
better	 understanding	 of	 the	 processes	 through	which	phenomena	 emerge	 and	 change,	 and,	 at	
the	same	time,	helps	us	to	avoid	presumptions	about	the	substantive	nature	of	the	phenomena	
under	study.	If	we	proceed	in	this	manner,	we	do	not	study	a	thing	called	Islam	or	a	thing	called	







than	 the	 study	 of	 Africa.	 In	 both	 fields,	 navigating	 the	 ideological	 and	 epistemological	 pitfalls	
remains	 a	 challenge.	 The	 reflections	 I	 shared	 with	 you	 about	 the	 object	 of	 our	 research	 and	
about	theory	and	methods	clearly	underscore	that	it	is	high	time	for	a	substantial	change	of	per-
spective.	
When	 contemplating	 our	 University	 of	 Bayreuth	
logo,	 it	 occurred	 to	 me	 that	 it	 might	 actually	
easily	 accommodate	 a	 telescope,	 rather	 than	 a	
book	 (Figure	 13).	 The	 colonial	 gaze	 would	 use	
this	 telescope	 to	 zoom	 in	 on	 the	 thing	 called	
“Africa”,	 preferably	 from	 many	 different	 angles	
and	directions.	
Now,	the	University	of	Bayreuth	takes	great	pride	
in	 its	 African	 Studies	 focus	 area,	 and	 we	 would	
certainly	not	identify	our	agenda	with	zooming	in	
on	the	African	continent	as	if	it	were	a	container.	











in	 order	 to	 explore	 and	
analyze	 the	 multiple,	
relational,	 and	 reflexive	
ways	 in	 which	 the	
African	 life	 worlds	 we	
study	 intersect	 and	 co-
constitute	 each	 other	
(Figure	14).	
Perhaps	 I	have	disappointed	those	who	were	expecting	high-flying	 theory	 today.	Certainly,	we	
will	need	to	have	many	more	conversations	about	our	theoretical	superstructure.	Yet	as	we	go	

















boration	 that	we	will	 eventually	 establish	 our	 postcolonial	 digital	 African	 Studies	 library.	 Our	
“Africa	Multiple	library”	will	be	the	product	of	multiple	relations,	and	of	the	knowledge	produc-
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